Assessment and treatment of persistent pain in persons with cognitive and communicative impairment.
Pain management is a challenge when working with persons who have cognitive impairment that affects their ability to understand and communicate. This article focuses on pain assessment and treatment in persons who have dementia, but the challenges and principles are relevant to the spectrum of cognitive impairment. Fundamental principles guiding pain assessment and treatment in this population are (1) that behavioral disturbance is the result of an unmet need that causes discomfort, (2) that the behavioral disturbances that result from the unmet need of uncontrolled pain may be identical to those caused by other unmet needs (e.g., thirst, needing to toilet, understimulation, overstimulation, depression, psychosis, uncomfortable clothing), and therefore (3) that any pain treatment protocol for this population must target discomfort behaviors in general and then attempt to determine their causes. Pain assessment and treatment approaches based on these principles are outlined, and then two cases are presented to illustrate the application of these approaches.